
A Common White Wave, a July Highflier, a Grass Rivulet, the Common Heath, Small Angle 
Shades, Burnished Brass, a Common Rustic, the Pebble Prominent, Dotted Clay and Small 
Tortoiseshell – where and when might these (and much else) all be seen in Orkney?

Thirty members of the Orkney Field Club gathered on 20th March to hear the answer – for these are 
all moths or butterflies, some of the varied species that have been seen in these islands over the 
years. Our speaker was Sydney Gauld; Sydney has been Orkney’s County Recorder for Lepidoptera 
since 1993, and as such he is the official keeper of records of sightings. 

We learned that the Lepidoptera are divided into Micro-Moths, Butterflies and Macro-Moths. 
Butterflies fly by day and have slightly different antennae, but actually there are no major 
physiological differences between the three groups.

A first “Orkney Lepidoptera List” was compiled 140 years ago this year; with 49 lepidoptera on it, 
but there has been a massive increase in local recording since the 1970s and by now the total 
number of species recorded here has reached 476! One of the earliest listed moths reappeared in 
2000 having been unobserved throughout the twentieth century, prompting the intriguing thought 
that there may be others going unrecorded. Mainland and the South Isles provide most of the 
records, so more information from the North Isles would be particularly welcome.

Sydney explained various techniques of attracting butterflies and moths for observation and 
recording. There are sophisticated modern traps but a white sheet with a light over it or a tasty 
mixture of Barbados sugar, treacle and rum have their uses too!

All this was most absorbing but Sydney then moved on to a fascinating slide show, including a 
number of his own photographs but drawing too on those taken by the wider Orkney naturalists’ 
community. We saw around 100 different species and heard something about many – recent arrivals 
such as the Honeysuckle Moth, and pest species like the Magpie Moth. He also told us about the 
Wingless female Moth that somehow got to Iceland! Their evocative names were an additional 
interest, some obvious and some obscure, from the Ghost Moth and the Smoky Wainscot to the 
Setaceous Hebrew Character and the Canary-shouldered Thorn…

Finally Sydney was warmly thanked for a much appreciated and stimulating talk. In a field of which 
many know little, he had shown us again the rich variety of nature that is there for us to observe.


